25  Pemterton  Sq,  Boston,  Mass. 


BOSTON  MUNICIPAL  EESEABCK  BUREAU 


Memorandum 


PROPOSAL  K)E  A METROPOLITAN  TRANSIT  EEPARTMSNT 


Charges  of  the  most  serious  mismanagement  on  the  part  of  the  Boston  Transit  De- 
partment have  been  made  by  the  Finance  Commission.  These  charges  are  supported  by 
specific  examples  of  abuse  in  the  employment,  qualification,  and  compensation  of  de- 
partmental personnel.  Findings  are  of  the  utmost  concern  not  only  to  Boston  but  al- 
so to  the  thirteen  other  municipalities  in  the  transit  district  - all  of  vdiich  are 
involved  in  the  construction  program  of  the  Transit  Department  because  the  costs  of 
the  program,  v;ith  interest,  will  be  paid  by  the  taxpayers  of  the  transit  district 
cities  and  towns. 

The  Finance  Commission  has  asked  for  a ’’drastic  change  in  the  personnel  and 
procedures”  of  the  department.  The  city  administration  denies  that  any  changes  are 
necessary.  In  this  impasse  the  Municipal  Research  Bureau  questions  whether  any  solu- 
tion V7ill  be  adequate  short  of  abolishing  the  Boston  Transit  Department  and  setting 
up  a metropolitan  agency  to  take  over  its  powers  and  duties. 

This  memorandum  considers  the  present  organization  of  the  Boston  Transit  De- 
partment, analyzes  the  financial  responsibility  of  the  transit  district  cities  and 
towns  for  its  current  construction  program,  and  outlines  a metropolitan  solution  of 
the  issues  raised  by  the  Finance  Commission  report. 


The  Boston  Transit  Department  is  under  a board  of  three  commissioners  appointed 
by  the  Mayor.  It  is  a construction  agency  empovrered  to  let  contracts,  take  land  and 
award  damages,  and  build  and  lease  transit  facilities.  At  practically  no  time,  ex- 
cept during  the  war  years,  has  the  department  been  vrithout  a substantial  construc- 
tion project.  As  fast  as  one  subway  project  is  completed,  another  is  on  the  drawing 
boards  or  in  process.  In  recent  years  the  department  has  likewise  been  responsible 
for  the  Sumner  Traffic  Tunnel  and  the  Massachusetts  Avenue  underpasses  at  Commonr- 
wealth  and  Huntington  Avenues. 

The  department  also  makes  additions  and  alterations  to  existing  subv/ay  facili- 
ties. Alterations  have  been  very  numerous  and  range  from  a simply  canopy  over  a 
station  platform  to  elaborate  reconstruction.  At  the  moment  the  department,  quite 
apart  from  the  nev;  sub\'rays,  has  earmarked  loans  of  $1,500,000  for  alterations  to 
stations  on  the  Dorchester  rapid  transit  line  and  to  the  Atlantic  Avenue  station  of 
the  old  East  Boston  tunnel. 

Frequently  the  Transit  Department  has  been  directed  by  the  Legislature  to  con- 
duct studies,  ordinarily  with  a viev/  to  rapid  transit  extensions.  It  is  currently 
authorized  to  do  the  construction  planning  for  a second  traffic  tunnel  tube  under 
the  Harbor  to  East  Boston.  Finally  the  Transit  Department  acts  as  custodian  of  Bos- 
ton's subway  properties. 
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Departmental  activities  are  financed  entirely  by  bond  issues  outside  the  statu- 
tory debt  limit  of  the  City  of  Boston.  As  funds  are  needed  the  Transit  Commissioners 
merely  request  the  City  Treasurer  to  issue  loans.  These  loans  do  not  require  the 
usual  approval  of  the  Mayor  and  Council. 

Many  loan  authorizations  for  subv^ay  projects  built  years  ago  did  not  place  any 
limitation  on  the  amount  of  the  bonds  vhich  could  be  issued  and  the  City  is  in  fact 
still  borrov/ing  under  these  old  statutes.  In  1948  the  Legislature  went  a step  fur- 
ther and  gave  the  Transit  Department  a blanket  authorization  to  borrow  money  at  any 
time  for  alterations  and  improvements  to  existing  facilities. 

Organizational  Shortcomings  The  Transit  Department  is  an  unusual  type  of  gov- 
ernmental agency.  It  enjoys  very  large  pov/ers  of  its  own  and  it  is  well-removed 
from  the  status  of  an  ordinary  city  department.  Scrutiny  of  the  Transit  Department's 
organization  and  pov/ers  indicates  why  it  is  a source  of  mismanagement. 

(1)  Loose  Controls.  The  department  does  not  submit  a budget  of  its  annual 
needs  to  the  Mayor  and  Council  as  is  the  case  v/ith  every  other  city  department.  It 
has  a free  hand  in  personnel.  It  selects  employees,  determines  their  duties  and 
compensation,  and  removes  them,  subject  only  to  ineffectual  civil  service  regula- 
tions. It  acts  independently  v/ith  regard  to  contracting  and  purchasing. 

(2)  Living  on  Borrowed  Money.  The  department  has  always  lived  on  borrowed 
money  for  everything  it  does,  even  dovm  to  routine  recurring  expenses  for  salaries 
of  permanent  employees  and  the  construction  of  trifling  projects.  Boston  taxpayers 
forty  years  from  nov;  vail  still  be  paying  off  loans  incurred  for  the  present  sala- 
ries of  the  permanent  staff  of  the  department. 

(3)  Self-Perpetuating  Tendencies.  The  presence  of  a continuing  agency  de- 
voted solely  to  capital  construction  means  pressure  to  spend  for  new  projects.  This 
tendency  v/as  amply  demonstrated  in  the  Metropolitan  District  Water  Supply  Commission 
and  v/as  a major  factor  v/hich  led  to  its  abolition.  The  Boston  Transit  Department 
has  displayed  the  same  self-perpetuating  tendencies. 

(4)  Duplication  of  Effort.  In  the  traffic,  engineering,  and  planning  field 
the  Transit  Department  duplicates  or  parallels  other  city  departments.  The  City 
Planning  Board  and  the  Boston  Traffic  Commission  are  both  concerned  v/ith  traffic  re- 
lief planning;  the  Board  of  Street  Commissioners  has  jurisdiction  over  land  takings 
and  the  la;5/ing  out  of  highv/ays;  and  the  Public  Works  Department  is  er^aged  in  engi- 
neering and  heavy  construction. 

It  is  not  surprising  therefore  that  at  various  times  recommendations  have  been 
made  to  abolish  the  Transit  Department  and  merge  its  activities  with  other  public 
v/orks  functions  of  the  City.  The  real  issue  nov;,  however,  is  the  relation  of  Tran-=- 
sit  Department  activities  to  the  vAiole  metropolitan  area. 

Impact  of  Subway  Construction  on  Transit  District  Members 


Fourteen  cities  and  tovms  in  the  Boston  area  comprise  the  metropolitan  transit 
district.  These  communities  alreac3;j'’  pay  the  operating  deficits  of  the  transit  sys- 
tem, and  they  must  now  pay  the  construction  costs  of  three  nev/  subway  projects,  au- 
thorized expenditures  for  v/hich  are  as  follov/s: 


East  Boston  Subv/ay  Extension 
Washington  Street  Elevated  Removal 
Tremont  Street  Subway  Improvement 

Total 


$ 8,500,000 
19,000,000 
11,500,000 
$39,000,000 
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By  terms  of  Chapter  520  of  the  Acts  of  1948  costs  of  nevr  subway  construction 
are  no  longer  to  be  treated  as 'a  part  of  the  operating  expenses  of  the  transit  sys- 
tem. Such  costs  have  become  a direct  charge  upon  the  cities  and  towns  served  by  the 
MTA.  The  method  of  payment  involves  four  distinct  steps: 

First:-  Boston  vdll  issue  bonds  on  its  ovm  credit  to  pay  original  con- 
struction costs  incurred  by  the  Transit  Department. 

Second;-  Boston  v/ill  lease  the  completed  projects  to  the  Metropolitan 
Transit  Authority  at  a rental  sufficient  to  pay  debt  service  charges. 


Third;-  The  Metropolitan  Transit  Authority  will  pay  the  rentals  quart- 
erly, and  the  Commonwealth  will  reimburse  the  MTA  in  full  for  all  such 
payments. 

Fourth:-  The  state  will  annually  bill  each  city  and  town  in  the  district 
for  its  proportionate  share  of  these  construction  costs. 

Below  is  a tabulation  of  the  total  estimated  transit  assessments  which  each 
city  and  tovra  in  the  transit  district  may  eventually  expect  to  pay  as  its  share  of 
the  new  subi^ray  program.  It  is  assumed  that  the  annual  rental  charges  will  be  four 
per  cent  annually  of  the  total  authorized  construction  costs  and  that  such  rentals 
will  run  for  forty- five  years.  These  construction  assessments  must  be  paid  no  mat- 
ter whether  the  MTA  is  making  money  or  shovdng  a deficit. 

Total  Estimated  Assessments  on  Transit  District 
for  New  Subway  Construction  Program 

City  or  Total  Estimated 

Town  Assessments 


Arlington 

$ 1,320,000 

Belmont 

765.000 

Boston 

45,195.000 

Brookline 

2,745,000 

Cambridge 

5,834.000 

Chelsea 

1,418,000 

Everett 

1,635.000 

Malden 

2,366.000 

Medford 

2,253,000 

Milton 

547 . 000 

Newton 

555,000 

Revere 

1,151,000 

Somerville 

3,510.000 

Natertown 

906,000 

Metropolitan  Solution  for  a Metropolitan  Problem 


The  Boston  Transit  Department  is  no  longer  v^at  it  started  out  to  be  - a Boston 
agency  constructing  local  tunnels  for  lease  to  a private  street  railvray  company.  It 
is  novr  functioning  on  behalf  of  the  entire  transit  district.  Every  move  made  by  the 
Boston  Transit  Department,  every  cent  it  spends,  is  of  immediate  concern  to  all  the 
1,500,000  residents  and  taxpayers  in  the  transit  district. 

Furthermore,  recent  legislation  obviously  intends  that  rapid  transit  improve- 
ments should  be  a transit  district  responsibility.  It  is  a contradiction,  therefore, 
that  Boston  should  have  full  pov/er  over  raising  and  spending  the  money,  managing 
construction,  and  having  the  \fdiole  say  about  these  huge  projects. 
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Looking  "beyond  projects  already  authorized,  there  is  not  a shadov;  of  dou"bt  that 
eventually  the  v/hole  elevated  line  to  Forest  Hills  will  he  removed  as  v/ell  as  the 
ancient  Charlestoiimr- Everett  structure.  In  addition  there  is  the  immense  development 
outlined  in  the  Report  of  the  Legislative  Commission  on  Rapid  Transit  of  19^5* 
great  hulk  of  transit  development  may,  therefore,  lie  ahead;  and  cities  and  tovms 
directly  affected  must  ask  themselves  whether  the  Boston  Transit  Department  should 
he  intrusted  v/ith  this  v/ork. 

As  matters  stand,  the  thirteen  cities  and  towns  outside  Boston  have  no  voice  in 
expenditures  for  suhv/ay  construction  once  the  General  Court  has  acted.  They  are 
merely  to  he  presented  with  a hill  after  the  vrork  has  been  completed. 

VJhat  is  required  is  a metropolitan  solution  for  a metropolitan  problem.  Metro- 
politan agencies  have  long  since  proved  to  he  the  one  device  capable  of  reconciling 
the  interests  of  the  cities  and  towns  in  the  Boston  area  and  at  the  same  time  of 
forv/arding  their  Joint  purposes.  In  this  direction  lies  the  answer  to  the  problem 
of  the  Boston  Transit  Department.  Suhxiray  construction  has  now  reached  the  point 
where  it  is  in  identically  the  same  category  as  metropolitan  sewerage,  water  supply, 
parks  and  boulevards. 

Metropolitan  Transit  Agency  To  provide  a metropolitan  solution,  a metropolitan 
construction  agency  could  he  established  to  take  over  the  powers  and  duties  of  the 
Boston  Transit  Department.  Such  an  agency  vrould  then  he  responsible  for  the  cort- 
struct  ion  of  rapid  transit  projects  already  authorized  as  v/ell  as  those  v/hich  may  he 
planned  for  the  future.  Technical  staff  and  other  qualified  employees  of  the  pre- 
sent Boston  department  could  he  absorbed  by  the  district  agency.  Construction  pro- 
jects \sTOuld  then  he  financed  by  bonds  of  the  transit  district. 

Numerous  technical  details  are  entailed  by  the  proposal,  but  in  general  it 
vrould  follow  the  pattern  established  by  the  metropolitan  parks,  sev/erage,  and  water 
districts.  It  is  a notev/orthy  fact  that  doim  until  1948  the  original  Boston  subways 
were  constructed  by  a state-local  agency.  Moreover,  the  Legislature  has  indicated 
that  in  the  future  surface  extensions  of  the  transit  system  are  to  be  built  under 
metropolitan  auspices. 

A metropolitan  transit  construction  agency  vould  square  with  Boston's  often  ex- 
pressed and  valid  vie\i/point  that  the  suburbs  should  assume  more  responsibility  for 
functions  vitally  affecting  their  ov/n  interests.  It  v/ould  give  the  outside  cities 
and  towns  a voice  in  the  $39»00*^»000  subway  program  v/here  they  are  now  powerless. 
It  would  Join  administrative  with  financial  responsibility  and  it  would  be  directly 
in  line  v/ith  the  present  and  future  course  of  transit  development  in  the  Boston 
metropolitan  area. 


August  2,  1948 
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